Merkel cells and Merkel cell carcinoma express the BCL-2 proto-oncogene.
The bcl-2 proto-oncogene, which is involved in the regulation of apoptosis, is expressed in a wide variety of fetal and adult tissues. We and others have demonstrated recently that in the human skin melanocytes, nervus cells and melanoma cells express bcl-2 constitutively. In the present study, we have analysed the expression of bcl-2 in Merkel cells and in Merkel cell carcinomas. In 2 colour immunofluorescence staining, normal human Merkel cells as identified by the expression of cytokeratins 8, 18 and 20, were also anti-bcl-2 positive. Staining of paraffin sections of Merkel cell carcinomas with an anti-bcl-2 monoclonal antibody revealed strong bcl-2 protein immunoreactivity in all 5 tumors tested. Serial sections of Merkel cell carcinomas stained with the monoclonal antibodies CK 20, CAM 5.2, anti-neuron-specific enolase and anti-bcl-2 showed that the anti-bcl-2 reactive cells were indeed tumor cells. Our data demonstrate for the first time, that normal human Merkel cells and Merkel cell carcinomas express bcl-2 constitutively. Considering the biological function of the bcl-2 proto-oncogene, i.e., its anti-apoptotic effect, it is conceivable that in the near future, modulations of the expression of this protein may offer a new strategy in the therapy of bcl-2 expressing tumors such as Merkel cell carcinoma.